Two experiments with upright and inverted face and object images were carried out to investigate whether face processing in autism is more feature-based than in individuals with typical development. Participants were 17 high-ability adolescents with autistic disorder (16-24 years), 24 typically developing children (9-10 years) and 16 adults (18-33 years). In Experiment 1, a normal inversion effect was found for the adolescents with autism in a standard face recognition paradigm with reduced memory demands, except for a subgroup with low social intelligence who were not better in recognizing upright relative to inverted photographs of faces. In Experiment 2, the group with autism did not show the composite effect like the adult group did: they recognized face halves as well in aligned composite faces as in non-aligned composite faces. The results on the inversion task suggest that most adolescents with autism form a normal configuration-based face representation, but the absence of the composite effect indicates that they are less prone to use the contextual information of the face in a visual-search task.
Introduction
One of the most intriguing findings in the study of face perception in people with autism is their relatively good performance on tasks with inverted photographs of faces (Hobson, Ouston, & Lee, 1988; Langdell, 1978; Tantam, Monagham, Nicholson, & Stirling, 1989) . However, comparison and interpretation of these findings is rather complicated, because different tasks were used. In the study of Langdell (1978) , children with autism (mean age 14.1 years) were better than a control group in recognizing peers from inverted photographs, although also for the children with autism recognition in the inverted condition was more difficult than in the upright condition. Hobson et al. (1988) found that adolescents with autism were superior to controls in both expression and identity matching when photographs were presented upside-down. The children with autism (mean age 12.1 years) in the Tantam et al. (1989) study were as good as controls in labeling inverted photographs of expressions, but they were less successful than controls at labeling upright facial expressions.
In the numerous studies with adults and children with typical development, the so-called Ôinversion effectÕ is defined as the difference in performance between upright and inverted photographs of faces (see Farah, Tanaka, & Drain, 1995; Valentine, 1988 , for reviews). In most experiments, the inversion effect on faces is compared to effects of inversion on other classes of stimuli. It appears that faces, compared to other stimuli, are disproportionately sensitive to inversion (e.g., Dallett, Wilcox, & DÕAndrea, 1968; Yin, 1969) . It would be interesting, in view of the previous findings with children and adolescents with autism, to examine whether people with autism show a smaller inversion effect than controls in this frequently used paradigm. The use of such a paradigm facilitates the application of current theories of face Brain and Cognition 52 (2003) 285-294 www.elsevier.com/locate/b&c
